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Ghosts of Hunger: An Anthropological View of Agricultural 
Intensification in Southwestern Ethiopia 
 
By Valentina Peveri 
Fulbright Visiting Scholar, Boston University 
 
To the teachers, dead or alive, who inspired me, 
and even changed the trajectory of my life. 
 
Introduction 
It is the 1930s. A young woman restlessly leans out of the window as the train prepares to 
depart from a London station. She struggles to catch sight of her teacher among the people 
who flock together for imminent boarding. She looks fervently around during those frozen, 
hectic moments before a long trip that will take her to Africa. He is late, as usual. She is 
about to step back and sit down when … this is him! Running along the train car as it starts to 
move, out of breath, he hands her a farewell gift—a box of colored pencils to facilitate her 
work in the field. “Remember what I said!” she recalled him crying out after her. “The brown 
chalk is best for economics and I always use red for political organization!” His words were 
lost in the distance (A. Richards 1974, 7). 
This is a rare and almost commemorative portrait recorded by young anthropologist 
Audrey Richards of the flustering send-off she was given by her mentor, Bronislaw 
Malinowski, with whom she would maintain a close but stormy relationship in the coming 
years. Malinowski had become the functionalist champion in the study of sex and sexuality 
in the Trobriand Islands (see Malinowski, Sex and Repression in Savage Society [1927], and 
The Sexual Life of Savages [1929]). Richards, however, studied the work and dietary habits 
of the shifting cultivators in Northern Rhodesia. Richards’ Hunger and Work (1932), and 
Land, Labour and Diet (1939), reveal ten years of dedicated anthropological focus on what 
would become path-breaking themes of hunger and appetite, food production, preparation 
and exchange, food preferences and symbolism, the consumption of food and its nutritional 
outcomes. Richards wanted to place nutrition in the central position that social scientists and 
psychoanalysts senior to her (most of them male) had sought to place sexuality. It was said of 
her in Zambia that “she preferred porridge to sex” (Gladstone 1986, 343). 
Richards had to decide for herself which color chalk she would use for hunger. An 
anthropology of food, recognizable as such, arose with her exemplary studies. Working 
within the strictly functionalist framework created by her supervisor, Malinowski, she strove 
to examine how food bridges many divides: it is both substance and symbol; it is life-
sustaining in both biochemical and cognitive terms. Considering how firmly she believed in 
multidisciplinary collaboration, she might have chosen a rainbow swirl to describe the 
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phenomenon of hunger at the crossroads of biology, ethics, genetics, biomedical health, as 
well as in terms of taste, social belonging, cultural values and attitudes, and interactions with 
the environment. Her pioneering work on the subject stands out prominently, today as it did 
in past decades, as a model for the study of food and nutrition. It continues to provide 
challenging insights into the narrative of hunger in Africa.  
Drawing inspiration from the holistic approach of Richards, cutting-edge 
anthropological studies have attempted to identify the structural causes, and social contexts, 
of food insecurity in Africa (Baro & Deubel 2006; Edkins 2000; Messer & Shipton 2002; 
Shipton 1990). Some scholars have stressed the relationship between food security and 
environmental sustainability, calling for an integration of civil society into a debate that has 
been concentrated too much at the national level between government and donors (Poppy et 
al. 2014). Other studies assert that famine prevention is a political as much as a technical 
challenge, and analyze the role of weak democracies, development partners, and the strategic 
interests of donors in ineffective interventions (Devereux 2009). Some literature denounces 
how privileging technical solutions has detracted from a political discussion of the 
underlying poverty and global inequalities that ultimately cause hunger, and argues that 
scientific research needs to be more politically aware of how its discourse can affect 
representations of hunger as well as its perpetuation (Messer 2001; Stone 2002). 
This vast and fine-grained literature has demonstrated that anthropologists can play a 
key role in the study of the bio-cultural dimension of hunger. This is because anthropologists 
are inclined to conduct in-depth investigations on long-term vulnerabilities, and to detect the 
historical and political patterns that may have fostered their persistence. Yet anthropologists 
have until recently tended to shy away from public-policy debates on food. In recent years, 
food has emerged as a political topic par excellence; but the project for a Public 
Anthropology to effectively address problems beyond the discipline, and to meaningfully 
contribute to communities outside the academy, is still provisional and contingent, with 
practitioners struggling to articulate modes of commitment that combine academic endeavors 
within a query for social justice in the wider world (Venkateswar 2006). This has left much 
room for those with different interests to define and to set the agenda (Phillips 2006, 47–48). 
The reinstatement of the concepts of anthropology may bring an added value to an arena 
dominated by grand schemes, help to correct misconceptions, and dispel a few myths about 
Africa and the nature of hunger and famine. Anthropological methods are especially well 
suited to playing a key role in addressing these knowledge gaps as they integrate qualitative 
data and local forms of knowledge, and place emphasis on the socio-political dimensions of 
food crises (Messer & Shipton 2002, 247–48). 
Despite anthropology’s emphasis on the importance of local knowledge and 
indigenous ecological perceptions, African farmers have no voice either as victims or as 
agronomic actors in the internationally available sources on hunger and nutrition, and 
especially within the scientific policy narrative. Mismatches exist between the international 
biomedical-oriented strategy of specifying nutritional recommendations, and the way local 
populations themselves deal with food, hunger, and health in their everyday lives. Collecting 
native views on food, or local notions of healthy eating, may indeed reveal the contradictions 
between the metric-based/calculative view of hunger entrenched in national and international 
An Anthropological View of Agricultural Intensification in Southwestern Ethiopia     3 
 
dietary guidelines, and the way individuals conceive of their own food system, dietary needs, 
and (agri)cultural change (Fuster et al. 2013). The expert-driven nature of current approaches 
to food security and hunger, in Africa and elsewhere, where complex nutritional information 
is simplified and presented in claims and sound bites, has rarely considered the value for 
people of perceiving their lives as consistent, structured, and comprehensible (Burg 2008; 
Guthman 2014; Ilcan & Phillips 2010; Sanabria & Yates-Doerr 2015; Yates-Doerr 2015). On 
the contrary, it is the myriad ways that specific foods, drinks, and tastes have been perceived 
to nourish not only the body but also the soul, which precisely lie at the core of the most 
penetrating anthropological accounts.1 
The anthropologist’s exposure to the world of African farmers would in fact trigger 
an examination of the long-evolved indigenous coping strategies in more depth and help raise 
deceptively simple questions such as: How do rural Africans make a living? Would they give 
priority to environmental factors in their etiology of famine? Would they go neo-Malthusian 
and blame it on the explosion in animal and human populations?2 Or rather understand food 
deficits in political, social, and economic terms, for example as a result of diverting limited 
labor and land resources from food to cash crop agriculture? (Mandala 2003, 282–83) 
Biographies, autobiographies, and diaries with substantial sections on famine are still quite 
scarce. The need to incorporate local discourses into scientific research is significant 
“because insiders’ and outsiders’ perceptions often differ significantly; insiders view famine 
as a problem of poverty and an intensification of ongoing processes rather than as an unusual 
or extraordinary circumstance” (Baro & Deubel 2006, 525). 
This article discusses the reductionism of a policy-making approach to hunger as 
applied to a specific case study in Southwestern Ethiopia. It aims at establishing ethnographic 
authority as a means of grasping the nutritional as well as social meanings of hunger in 
Ethiopia; and builds upon a complex understanding of hunger in terms of biotechnology, 
agriculture, structures of power and cultural beliefs. For social scientists, eating involves 
functions other than achieving good physical health (as defined by biomedical science) such 
as taste, moral concerns, the maintenance of relationships, and the social embeddedness of 
food behavior. “Nutrition in human society cannot be considered as a biological instinct 
alone, of the type that actuates the behaviour of the lower animals […] food itself becomes 
symbolic of the human relationships which it brings into being” (A. Richards 2004, 211–13). 
                                                
1 For an exhaustive overview of anthropological perspectives on food, diet, and nutrition—with a 
collection of examplars in multidisciplinary food studies—see Macbeth & MacClancy 2004. For a close 
examination of the concept of taste and its potency in creating connections between sensory experience, cultural 
knowledge, and the political and economic structures of social life, see Korsmeyer 2005. A brief review and 
sample of African Food Studies (and their historical genealogy) is included in Franceschi & Peveri 2014, 163–
236.  
2 The Malthusian approach dominated economic thinking until recently and is rooted in Malthus’s theory 
which assumes that rapid acceleration in the world’s population would provoke mass starvation as the limits to 
global food production would be reached. Thomas Malthus argued that population could not continue growing 
indefinitely in a world of fixed natural resources emphasizing that famine is due to a conflict between food 
supply and food demand (Sarracino 2010, 8-12). 
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Richards’ chapters that described native views about food were unique in the anthropology 
literature of her time. Her careful account of the importance of food in the interests of the 
people, the “perfect meal” in terms of Bemba standards, the dietetic theory of this Bantu-
speaking group, and the foodstuffs craved by the Bemba (A. Richards 1995, 44–61) still offer 
a principle of wide applicability to the contemporary reader. It is in fact this original 
intuition—that a good life requires an integration of physical and mental well-being as well 
as a social and spiritual life, ambitions and actions, especially in relation to food—that 
established the foundation of the concept of “social hunger,” which this article will examine 
in depth. 
I will first address the broad category of global hunger as depicted by international 
agencies, and discuss the prevalence of Ethiopia as the epitome of starvation in statistics, 
media imagery, and charity campaigns. I will suggest what is possibly missing in this grand 
and powerful representation, where hunger is typically defined in sheer nutritional terms, by 
introducing the concept of social hunger. I will then confront the uniform geopolitical map 
provided in global discourses with a sample of rural Ethiopia, where enset [Ensete 
ventricosum (Welw.) Cheesman] cultivation represents a long established example of an 
ecological system that thrives on diversity, integration, and complex traditional knowledge. 
Today 18 to 20 million people—20 percent of the total population of Ethiopia—depend on 
enset either as a staple food or as a famine crop (Negash & Niehof 2004).3 Yet, national and 
global development policies have now abandoned this ancient plant, which has fed much of 
the region’s population for centuries, and have systematically replaced it by maize. As with 
many other African crops, the story of enset is little known and poorly understood. Why is 
that so? My commentary will give space to local farmers to express their anxiety over 
agrarian change and the newly manifested ghosts of hunger, voicing their wider claims for 
social inclusion and representation in the national picture.  
Nutritional Hunger 
The statistics on global hunger are striking. However, hunger does not exist only in Africa, 
nor is that where hunger is necessarily most common. According to United Nations' figures, 
Southern Asia faces the greatest hunger burden with about 281 million undernourished 
people. With regard to the proportion of children under the age of five who are underweight, 
two regions account for nearly 90 percent of all underweight children in 2015—half live in 
Southern Asia and one third in sub-Saharan Africa.4 Yet, headlines of African food crises or 
famine seem to be ubiquitous. As a child I personally remember having been told several 
                                                
3 These populations have never starved, even during the tragic droughts of the 1970s and 1980s (Brandt et 
al. 1997, 5). The millions of sufferers were mostly people who relied on cereals for their existence. According 
to eyewitness reports which I collected during several field visits between 2004 and 2015, only the edges of the 
older leaves and the sheath surrounding the inner leaves were affected, and once the rains returned the plants 
resumed growing as if nothing had occurred. 
4  United Nations, Millennium Development Goals Report, 2015, 21–22, http://www.un.org/ 
millenniumgoals/2015_MDG_Report/pdf/MDG%202015%20rev%20(July%201).pdf (accessed March 1, 
2016). 
An Anthropological View of Agricultural Intensification in Southwestern Ethiopia     5 
 
times the commonplace phrase “Finish your plate, there are children starving in Africa.” I 
suspect no one could claim to have heard the most well-founded and UN-accredited version 
“Finish your plate, there are children starving in India.” Why is this so?  
While it is important to remain cognizant of the materiality of hunger, let us briefly 
analyze the issue of the representation of famine. Above and beyond the reality of enduring 
hunger across sub-Saharan Africa (Baro & Deubel 2006, 522), the association of hunger with 
Africa remains particularly ingrained in Western portrayals of the continent, and 
disproportionately prolific in media images of global hunger as well as media-based 
humanitarian campaigns—like Live Aid and Live 8.5 Following from these influential events 
(produced and tailored by Western sensibilities), a one-dimensional view of famine as a 
single catastrophic event, based on Malthusian ideas of nature’s revenge, has been retained 
(and has only rarely been challenged) by the majority of Western audiences.6 People born 
after 1984 still associate Ethiopia with famine, although they were not witness to the event or 
Live Aid that followed. A specific representation of famine took place in Ethiopia in 
1984/85.  
Many of these images are ambiguous—with newspapers reportedly using stock 
images in far greater number to illustrate different stories and scenarios; moreover, some of 
these images are the result of blatant manipulation. Clark argues for a broader framework to 
imaging and disseminating “the poor” and “the oppressed,” which he defines as the 
“aestheticization of poverty through Christian iconography” (Clark 2004, 699–700). 
Disasters, wars and famines, according to him, have been traditionally covered and then 
assembled by using a specific set formula, or “template reporting,” which includes emaciated 
and crying children, mothers with shrunken breasts and (usually white) aid workers; through 
a varied but limited combination of features aimed at achieving emotive results to raise 
funds. Biblical images of the Madonna and Child, Christ on the cross, or Christ the healer 
can be for example adumbrated in much of the international media coverage of Bob Geldof’s 
visits to Ethiopia, facilitated by UNICEF and Save the Children. The most shown 
photographs of those trips correlate almost exactly to the template—the white aid-worker 
replaced with Bob Geldof; Bob Geldof or Harry Belafonte as the Christ figure reaching out 
to heal the child held in the mother’s arms.  
                                                
5 Bob Geldof was the figurehead of Live Aid, a day-long global concert broadcast held on 13 July 1985, 
that raised money for relief of the ongoing Ethiopian famine. The line-ups at Philadelphia’s JFK Stadium and 
London’s Wembley Stadium featured some of the world’s biggest pop stars. The sixteen hours of music were 
viewed by 1.5 billion people in 110 countries. The Live 8 was a string of benefit concerts, again organized by 
Bob Geldof, that took place on 2 July 2005, in the G8 states and in South Africa. 
6 Thomas Malthus’s work remains fundamental to contemporary representations of famine. The main-
stream narrative conventionally explains famine as a crisis of food supply and a natural disaster involving mass 
starvation. If famine is considered a discrete event triggered by external causes, then, it has been argued, it 
should be amenable to technical solutions. Modernity sees the solution to scarcity in progress, which would lead 
from a past of privations and primitivism to a future of abundance and civilization.  
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Milder images, or the inclusion of too much modernity within them, would not bring 
in the money, nor make the relationship between “us” and “them” manageable both 
economically and psychologically. Consequently news photographers have learned how to 
feed their agencies by approaching the subject with speed and drama rather than through a 
need for philological accuracy.7 What is left out of the picture is as important as what is 
included. Peter Stalker recalls his experience as a photojournalist covering famine: “There 
was no point, say, in showing families eating—however meager the meal—otherwise they 
would not appear hungry. And they should not be smiling at the camera, even though it is 
quite possible to smile and be hungry at the same time. It was better also to concentrate on 
children since hungry adults who are listless because tired or anemic can come across in a 
photograph as lazy or irresponsible” (quoted in Clark 2004, 699). 
News photographs and media clips reinforce unwavering associations of hunger and 
Africa. However, they do not produce these associations in a socio-historical vacuum; rather, 
they draw on existing discourses of African hunger. Where do these fundamental discourses 
come from? One significant source of knowledge about African hunger throughout the past 
century has been scientific discourse, which has contributed to images of Africa as a 
“starving continent”; and has also influenced the response to hunger throughout the twentieth 
century, including through technical interventions ranging from food-based solutions (in the 
form of hunger relief programs and food aid) to agricultural biotechnology. Both food-based 
strategies and agricultural programs highlight the tendency to favor technical fixes. In one 
case, the focus is on nutrients, experts, and aid—and in the process, discussion of the 
underlying causes of hunger and famine is lost; in the other, many scientists advocate a 
program of hybrid seeds and chemical inputs (a so-called Green Revolution) as the only hope 
for alleviating hunger in Africa.8 
Nutritional science has historically played a major role in configuring hunger as a 
singular, stable object, to be addressed by intervention strategies and evaluation techniques 
focused on the distribution of nutrients. In measuring progress, policymakers and concerned 
                                                
7 The infamous image of a skeletal child bent over with a vulture in the background (Carter 1993) 
represents a dark chapter in the debate over the ethical position/practice in the production of photographs. In 
March 1993 Kevin Carter made a trip to Sudan. Near the village of Ayod, he found a girl who had stopped to 
rest while struggling to reach a United Nations feeding center, whereupon a vulture had landed nearby. The 
parents of the children were busy taking food from the plane, so they had left their children only briefly while 
they collected provisions. Careful not to disturb the bird, Carter waited for twenty minutes until the vulture was 
close enough, then positioned himself for the best possible image. To get the two in focus, he approached the 
scene very slowly so as not to scare the vulture away, and took a photo from approximately 10 meters. He took 
a few more photos before chasing the bird away. At this point Carter was probably not yet aware that he had 
shot one of the most controversial photographs in the history of photojournalism. The photograph was sold to 
The New York Times where it appeared for the first time on March 26, 1993. On April 2, 1994, Carter was 
informed that he had been awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Feature Photography. He committed suicide two 
months after receiving the Prize, aged 33 (Geurts 2015). 
8 Kelsey Ripp recounts the history of the scientific thinking about hunger, with a special focus on the 
medicalization of kwashiorkor, in her unpublished thesis (Ripp 2012).  
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citizens across the globe confidently resort to information supplied by the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO), an agency of the United Nations. The dominant discourse 
of international agencies mainly revolves around the measurement of how good or bad the 
nutritional system is in terms of calorific intake (quantity and quality of foodstuffs), and of 
food deficiencies (undernutrition and malnutrition). The UN FAO measures hunger through 
daily caloric intake—hunger is the consumption of fewer than 1,800 kcal a day—and 
calculates hunger on a global scale through data of national population size and agricultural 
production/imports. The UN World Health Organization (WHO) aggregates anthropometric 
data including body mass index (BMI) and mid-upper arm circumference in its assessments 
of hunger (Yates-Doerr 2015, 232). The reliance on these numbers has been heavily 
criticized for several reasons; not the least because the daily average energy requirement is 
reported to be the caloric needs for a “sedentary lifestyle,” whereas many hungry people are 
anything but sedentary (Lappé et al. 2013, 252–54).  
International standards are intended to improve the nutritional base of local 
populations and their physical/mental capacity, neglecting any other meaning of hunger and 
trading it for the certainties of “quantities of calories” and “body mass.” They promote a 
narrow conceptualization of food security through controversial indicators and the avalanche 
of aggregated data. These “global technologies of governing food” (Ilcan & Phillips 2003, 
444) have offered to the wider audience the comfort of a world that is easily mappable.9  
The global management of food and agriculture has been shaped by a devotion to 
statistical expert knowledge, scientific classification and calculation, technical assistance, 
training programs, censuses and survey methods. In doing so, many agricultural regions of 
the world became subjected to the epistemological classifications and experimental principles 
underscoring entomology and agronomy: “At the end of 1951, 171 FAO experts, drawn from 
thirty-eight countries, were training local agricultural personnel in thirty-five countries on 
issues of land and water development, crop improvement, animal disease control, nutrition, 
agricultural economics, the conservation and management of forests, and the development of 
fisheries” (Ilcan & Phillips 2003, 448). 
Global health policy experts have tended to organize hunger through scales, which 
range from “the individual” through “the community” up to “the global.” This powerful 
metric-based approach configures hunger as a measurable object to be scaled up or down 
with mathematical certainty, by using body mass indices or global risk statistics (Jones et al. 
2013). Scaling is a metaphor but with precise material effects, “(f)or when hunger is 
imagined as mappable across the scale, the sought after solutions are in turn mechanical and 
technical. To date, most of the UN interventions lie in the realm of the calculable such as 
increased vitamin and mineral intake through supplementation, expanded fortification 
projects and improved therapeutic feeding” (Yates-Doerr 2015, 233). These metrics do not 
neutrally describe the world, leaving it as it is, but fabricate a version of it in which every 
                                                
9 The FAO annual Hunger Maps represent an impressive example of the use of standardized grids for a 
quick visualization of the phenomenon. See the 2015 Map, http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4674e.pdf (accessed March 
1, 2016). 
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part can be connected to any other by using hunger indicators that allow for international 
comparability.  
Ethiopia provides specific evidence in terms of the imagery of hunger, and of the 
sophisticated intersection between “the development machine,” 10  biotechnology, and 
nutritional policies. In its National Nutrition Programme 2008–2015, the government of 
Ethiopia conformed to international directions “towards the realization of optimal nutritional 
status for all Ethiopian citizens.”11 The rapid population growth is deemed to exacerbate 
critical gaps in basic health services, and in food and nutrition security (the Malthusian 
drive). Key objectives of the Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP) are attempting to 
ensure high economic growth and to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDG). 
Vital to the attainment of this plan is the strategy of “scaling up” and intensifying the 
nutrition strategies. Nutrition trends are expressed according to the body mass index (BMI) 
and other “performance indicators.” 
The international narrative on famine in Ethiopia is the story of a persistent failure 
attributed to poverty, recurrent drought, and soil and land degradation (von Braun & 
Olofinbiyi 2007). Food security specialists and the media have alternatively described 
Ethiopia as a place where famine and epidemics have occurred cyclically (Pankhurst 1985); 
as a recipient of constant food aid and the subject of international campaigns that have 
transformed it into the epitome of famine (Clark 2004); as the center of a prodigious plant 
genetic diversity (Unruh 2001); and recently as the African country most heavily affected by 
phenomena of land, water, and resource grabbing (Bues & Theesfeld 2012; Lavers 2012). 
Each of these qualifications contains an element of truth; when taken together they cannot 
but generate highly telling contradictions. 
Since the mid-1970s large-scale safety nets have transferred resources to the country 
in the form of relief aid, but this has not addressed the problem of food insecurity. By these 
measures, the country has remained one of the most food-insecure in the world with nearly 
half of the population being undernourished. In an attempt to address this issue, the 
government introduced the Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) and the Other Food 
Security Programs (OFSPs) in 2005 (Dorosh 2012, 323–24).  
                                                
10 For a classical scrutiny of “the rural development industry” in Africa, see Ferguson 1990. Different 
views of development shape and reshape policy over time. The capacity of various agencies to control 
definitions of development is of the utmost importance as, in a way, they constitute their organizational identity 
and their ‘logo’ in the development market. Their analyses of local contexts should not be seen as equivalent to 
a disinterested, scientific assessment; even more so considering how development itself provides the means for 
agencies to gain political support and access to funding. In other words, the images of the local scene must be 
made to fit organizational needs, and lead to an integrated discourse in which the administrative machine and 
the definitions of development constitute a single whole.  
11 Government of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, National Nutrition Programme, June 
2013–June 2015, http://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1867/National%20Nutrition%20 
Programme.pdf (accessed March 1, 2016). 
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A recently released World Bank report classifies countries according to the criteria of 
yield gaps, defined as the difference between the attained and possible productivity of land. 
These gaps are especially large for sub-Saharan Africa where no country appears to be 
realizing even 50 percent of its potential yield. The report describes these regions as having 
low population densities and low mobility; it therefore points them out as areas in which to 
pursue agricultural intensification, which in fact requires larger farm sizes (World Bank 
2010, 37–39). One of the states identified by the World Bank for this wave of large-scale 
land acquisition is Ethiopia.12 In 2010 Ethiopia was home to 2.8 million people in need of 
emergency food aid; nonetheless the country had concurrently sold or leased more than 
600,000 hectares of agricultural land to transnational companies that export the majority of 
the country’s produce. Fertile land continues to be leased for as little as $1 per acre 
(Cochrane 2011); yet this is the same country that has been marked in our memory since 
1984 as a place of extreme food insecurity.  
Social Hunger 
Ethiopia and its inherent contradictions instill a sense of uncertainty when we attempt to 
draw clean lines between “food security,” which the FAO defines as the availability and 
access to sufficient safe food (Lappé et al. 2013, 253–54), and “food sovereignty” (Food First 
2005) as the right of local people to define local food systems without first being subject to 
international market concerns.  
What then is missing in this uncomplicated and persistent narrative on “nutritional” 
hunger? Or, to put it differently, how do we define hunger? According to Messer and 
Shipton, “(t)he question throughout Africa is not just how to ensure that Africans produce 
more food (far less, how to get more food to Africa), but how to help ensure that people in 
Africa have the means to acquire food and other necessities by their own chosen means” 
(2002, 240-41). The calculated referent of “global hunger” does not suffice. Far from being a 
stable and ultimate summation of hunger in the world, it is simply one version of hunger. 
Understanding what the FAO experts call “the scale of the household” requires looking into 
local narratives of hunger, and incorporating history into the calculations. There is no one 
ideal method (or, as Malinowski might have put it, a one-colored pencil) to account for 
variations and nutritional disparities for different peoples, sometimes within the same 
household, and even within the same individual over time. However, an ethnographic counter 
to this approach would most likely draw attention to the multivalent forms that hunger can 
take, which are spread across multiple sites, and fraught with complex emotions connected to 
                                                
12 “Modernization efforts of this sort have historically been accompanied by discourses that represent 
‘traditional’ social spaces as backward and stagnant, a terra nullius zone outside the invigorating dynamics of 
capitalist modernity. The redemption of these spaces entails a process of cultural erasure and disenchantment, 
and a reconfiguring of the different social forms through which the metabolism with nature was historically 
regulated” (Makki 2014, 94). 
10     Valentina Peveri 
 
family, history and politics.13 Famine literature has productively shown how food insecurity 
and hunger are rooted in impoverishment and unequal entitlements. Broader social relations 
and economic forces shape and constrain food practices, and thereby contribute to the 
formation and maintenance of taste and food preferences. Different and puzzling versions of 
hunger materialize in fieldwork and in anthropological accounts. Let me briefly mention a 
few example cases that illustrate how sentiments, appetites, and calculations can coexist and 
become entangled. 
Hungry Seasons 
Audrey Richards’ experience with the Southern Bantu led her to a vastly more illustrative 
image of hunger than her medical counterparts in the colonies (A. Richards 2004). She 
provided our first modern description of the diachronic effects of hunger. In a state of 
starvation, when the energy demands of an organism exceed supply, forcing reliance on 
endogenous reserves, people set in motion adaptive responses, or coping strategies. People 
experience hunger in degrees or stages (Dirks 1980, 23–24). Recent accounts have continued 
with the analysis of famines as sequential processes, not as an episode or an ephemeral 
crisis.14 Humans act accordingly. In regions that face repeated shocks rural people have 
learned both to plan for contingencies and to respond actively to them—for example by 
diversifying, rotating and planting drought-resistant crops, substituting bulkier foods (e.g., 
tuber crops) for others, fattening up (themselves or animals), periodically fasting, cutting 
meal size and number, concealing consumption from the public gaze, or maintaining 
friendships with distant groups practicing other modes of livelihood (Shipton 1990, 363–64). 
This fine-tuned deployment of coping strategies expands and deepens the concept of hunger 
from a mere biological condition into a realm replenished with sensations and management 
skills: “(Hunger) can be voluntarily entered into or embraced. […] the familial self-rationing 
of diets and some resulting hunger and thinning seem to be voluntarily accepted as part of a 
strategy of conserving resources through lean seasons—a process that can merge into, and 
easily be confused with, true destitution” (Messer & Shipton 2002, 231). 
                                                
13 “While there are clear connections in these hungers, these hungers are not equivalent: there is a hunger 
felt within a body, a hunger determined through a medical evaluation, a hunger of spreadsheets, food aid and 
international politics” (Yates-Doerr 2015, 239). 
14 Famines and food shortages are often the outcome of persistent vulnerabilities, resulting from historical 
processes that limit the options of households. Famine should therefore be understood as a long-term 
socioeconomic process that accelerates destitution of a society’s most vulnerable groups to the point where their 
livelihood systems become untenable (Baro & Deubel 2006, 522). Villagers in Sudan distinguish a “famine that 
kills” from a range of other food crises experienced at the household level that may cause hunger and destitution 
but not necessarily lead to death (de Waal 2005). True famines are far less regular or widespread than seasonal 
hunger or chronic malnutrition. But acute food shortages are never just about food. As the Himba of Western 
Central Africa say of famines, “hunger does not kill, it is sickness that kills.” More broadly, famines are about 
poverty and powerlessness (Shipton 1990, 356).  
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Hungry Colonies 
Raymond Firth studied the famine that struck Tikopia, a Polynesian island with a tiny 
population, in 1952–53. His argument revolves around the interpretation of famine as an 
“episode” which, according to him, resulted from population pressure upon scarce food 
resources. Tikopia’s economic history has two important markers: the imposition of the ban 
in 1923 on the recruitment of labor for work in the plantations on the Solomon islands, and 
the lifting of the ban in 1944. In the mid-nineteenth century the trade in copra and traffic in 
labor brought the multinationals and the slave traders into the Solomons. The colonial 
government utilized the raw materials, land and labor on the mainland; and the labor 
resources from the smaller islands of Polynesia. The withdrawal of male labor, which began 
after the war, reached its peak during the year of famine. Firth’s famine calendar commences 
with the devastation of the crops in January 1952 as a consequence of the hurricane. He 
seems not to notice that the labor that was withdrawn never returned to the island; and the 
wages paid to the men could hardly support their families. Not surprisingly, the shortage of 
food affected families who had no male members. The records of the British Colonial office 
of 1953 make reference to overpopulation as the cause of the famine and the need to resettle. 
By 1955, famine started to be considered as chronic by the local population; the survivors 
lost heart and accepted permanent migration. The Tikopia never recovered to the pre-famine 
level, which they recalled as the days of plenitude. Was it thus the hurricane (the natural 
disaster) that brought about famine? The Tikopia themselves felt that the famine was due to 
the recruitment of men for labor abroad. Firth heard them talking during the fono (their 
political assembly) and saying: “it was a famine of man indeed” (Rangasami 1986). In their 
view, famines are something that people can “do” to each other. 
Starving for Attention 
Annear (2013) retraces from an anthropological perspective the intriguing story of how 
Zambian President Levy Patrick Mwanawasa in 2003 banned genetically modified foods, 
including in the form of famine aid, from entering the country. His uncompromising and 
antagonistic declaration inflamed a contentious debate. He was accused by international, 
almost exclusively Western, sources of having deliberately neglected the food needs of his 
own starving people; of having revitalized the dictatorial posture traditionally exhibited by 
African leaders; and of ignoring the (according to critics) most compelling issue of food 
quantity in favor of a pedantic examination of food quality. The strong repudiation by 
President Mwanawasa, no less than from the very people in Europe who were opposing GM 
foods from entering the European market, had its base in the tacit yet axiomatic idea that “the 
hungry continent requires food, any food.” By virtue of their indignant reaction, Western 
nations (many of which are also aid donors) suddenly made it highly apparent that they were 
not willing to allow “the right of choice to those people in countries who receive it at no 
immediate economic cost”: which quite intuitively also means that “the privilege of food 
choice is present only in prosperous, industrialized countries.” Donors believed that Zambia 
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had overstepped its role as a donor-dependent nation.15 The GM foods debate nonetheless 
offered an unexpected opportunity for an economically marginal nation, which was hitherto 
considered as a silent recipient of aid, to allow its voice be heard internationally. The national 
newspapers backed up the President by asserting that the picture of people in Zambia as 
dying of hunger was a Western exaggeration of a food crisis. Annear argues in conclusion 
that what Zambia expressed during this international debate was “a reaction to perceived 
political starvation,” and therefore “a calculated response by a geopolitically hungry people.” 
These examples do not depict exceptional circumstances. Rather, they engage with 
the experience of living with hunger; with the historical and political contexts of affliction; 
and ultimately with the social dimension of (dis)satisfaction. As stated by Yates-Doerr (2015, 
238) at the conclusion of the life story of Berta, who spoke about living with hunger, the 
informant testified that “hunger contained all this: family relations, employment possibilities 
and many matters not directly connected with nutrients to eat.” Hunger cannot be isolated 
from other factors—from the broader power relations, the agro-food systems, and the same 
political economy that might have produced the hunger in the first place. A structural 
discourse of hunger would have significant national political ramifications. Hunger—or the 
fear of hunger—is a potent critique of the society in which it exists. 
Social hunger is the missing ingredient in the grand narrative of modernization and 
development that I have so far analyzed. Taking inspiration from the concept of “cultural 
food security,” I define social hunger as the claim of people to be able to achieve food 
security in ways that they consider personally dignifying, culturally acceptable, and socially 
fit to build a sense of collective and individual belonging.16   
National Cuisine and the Orphan Crop 
The global technologies of administering food in a numerical framework do not, and most 
likely cannot, reflect household level practices or the ability of local populations to engage in 
them. I will now contrast this international perspective with the complementary discourse of 
local actors, and illustrate how rural development program planners, optimistically aiming at 
higher-yield, higher-risk specialization, have tended to discount ecologically grounded food 
security strategies.17 
                                                
15 The United States instructed Zambia to use $50 million to buy America’s GM maize through the World 
Food Program or face starvation. When the United States tried to force GM food aid on India, an unnamed 
USAID spokesman explained to the media that “beggars can’t be choosers,” https://www.organicconsumers 
.org/old_articles/gefood/forcefeed082602.php (accessed March 31, 2016). 
16 “The proposed concept of cultural food security would emphasize the ability of Aboriginal people to 
reliably access important traditional/country food through traditional harvesting methods. Indicators of cultural 
food security might include the levels of traditional food knowledge, access to traditional food systems, and the 
safety of traditional/country food” (Power 2008, 96). 
17 Initiatives undertaken to implement the Green Revolution have adopted an international narrative that 
identifies low productivity in degraded soils and lack of access to modern inputs as the national narrative in 
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We now move to Hadiya in Southwestern Ethiopia, where, until recently, there were 
no historical records of hunger. 
 
Figure 1. Map of regions and zones in Ethiopia. All boundaries are approximate and unofficial 
(Source: UN Emergencies Unit for Ethiopia - USAID/Ethiopia Map Room). 
My fascination with Hadiya farmers began in November 2004 when I first came into 
contact with the Southwestern landscape and the women’s expertise in enset cultivation.18 
One of the most impressive characteristics of enset growing areas is the flourishing, luxuriant 
vegetation. A single cultivated plot typically resembles a botanical garden, filled with many 
species of plants. I had the privilege of being nurtured by my host families from the very 
                                                                                                                                                  
several African countries; this adoption is nonetheless highly problematic, since it ignores important regional 
agro-ecological and socio-economic variations (Brooks 2014, 22). 
18 This information is based on ethnographic fieldwork in the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and 
Peoples’ Region of Ethiopia. Since 2004 I have been conducting research in Hadiya zone, paying annual visits 
of several weeks or months each year up until March 2015. The work has required daily presence in the field for 
long periods, to build trust with the community; as well as key informant interviews with Ethiopian officials at 
different levels, including representatives of community elders, kebele (municipal) administrators, development 
agents, and district agricultural officials. 
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beginning with the main products of the enset plant: wasa, the fermented sour bread; buo’o 
as porridge; and amicho, a portion of the plant’s corm which tastes similar to potato.  
But what is enset? And what place does this agroecology19 have in the Ethiopian 
mosaic of landscapes, and within the national food system? Enset is a resilient, famine-
avoiding plant unique to Ethiopia. It is in fact only in Ethiopia that enset has become 
domesticated. It thrives by ingenious soil, water, and biodiversity management regimes, 
nourished by complex indigenous knowledge.20 Enset is cultivated mostly by smallholders 
throughout the Southern Highlands of the country (Kefale & Sandford 1991; Rahmato 1995). 
A monocarpic perennial plant, it falls within the broad category of orphan or underutilized 
crops, which includes a set of minor crops (such as millet, yam, cassava, cowpea, and 
sorghum) that are simple and cost-effective for poorer countries, and are not traded around 
the world. These crops receive little or no attention from research networks (Adenle et al. 
2012; Chivenge et al. 2015; Guinand & Lemessa 2000). They nonetheless play an important 
role in regional food security (Tsegaye & Struik 2002). 
The neglect of the South-central peoples certainly points to longstanding nutrition 
policies that the Ethiopian state has pursued, as subtle instruments of social control, in the 
making of national cuisine. In the enset growing areas, which were gradually incorporated 
into the Ethiopian empire during the last century and a half, the rulers showed a tendency to 
downgrade root and tuber crops, and to replace them with annual grain crops. Ethiopian fare 
has developed as a standardized version of highland offerings. The dominant political culture 
has disseminated itself through the cerealization process, and today this iconic food 
configuration has set the standard for the country as a whole (McCann 2010, 63–106). 
Primary if not exclusive attention—in terms of research as well as of public investment—has 
been devoted so far to the grain growing areas. While popular and scientific discourse insists 
on the clear recognizability of culinary “Ethiopianness,” from an anthropological perspective 
it is clear that in Ethiopia not all subjects have historically been granted the same ability to 
articulate a national sense of belonging via food (Markakis 2011; Orlowska 2013; Smith 
2013). Marginal groups (and their peripheral stomachs) have been “invited” into the nation as 
long as they comply with highland Ethiopian standards. 
 
 
                                                
19 I define agroecology as a set of farming practices based on ecological inputs and processes which 
contribute to different goals of sustainable agriculture: to provide sufficient food for a growing world 
population, to not be harmful to the environment and natural resources, to limit use of non-renewable energy, 
and to ensure economic viability for farmers and their communities. Organic farming, diversified crop rotations, 
biological pest control, extensive agro-pastoral systems and agro-forestry are examples of farming methods 
using agroecology. Enset cultivation emerges as a counter to the dominant ecological model that separates the 
protection of biodiversity from the production of food. 
20 Enset is categorized by farmers into various stages of growth based on the age, size, and perceived 
gender of each plant. There are over 200 vernacular names for the enset in Ethiopia; differences in name are 
related to differences in the utilization of a variety. 
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Figure 2. Into the enset plantation—Nov. 3, 2004 (Photograph by the author). 
 
 
Figure 3.  Ensete ventricosum (Welw.) Cheesman (Source: Forsido et al., http://goo.gl/4PrVN3). 
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In the recent past the Hadiya of Southwestern Ethiopia were agro-pastoralists rather 
than simply farmers. The Hadiya groups were defeated between 1889 and 1894 by the 
military imperial forces of Emperor Menelik II, who had embarked on a campaign of 
expanding his rule from the Central Highlands into the South. After being conquered, the 
Hadiya people, formally herdsmen and cattle breeders, and semi-nomadic warriors who also 
cultivated sufficient areas to feed their families from their own crop production (mainly 
wheat and barley), were forced to stop raiding and to adopt sedentary agriculture from 
neighboring communities in order to easily pay taxes (Brauka ̈mper & Mishago 1999). In the 
Southwestern highlands “the transition therefore involved a shift in cropping systems from 
perennial to annual cultigens and from root crops to cereals. In one such case, 
[anthropologist] Amon Orent argues that the kingdom of Kaffa shifted to plow agriculture in 
the seventeenth century [...] as a result of the royal court’s preference for the prestige value 
of teff and cereals over qocho (ensete), yams, and taro, spurring elites to require tribute in 
cereals. Cereals were better for tax collectors since they could be stored, divided, and 
moved” (McCann 1995, 47), thereby meeting the political needs of an emerging state. 
The adoption of plow agriculture and of annual grains has not been smooth and 
uncontested everywhere. In Hadiya, for example—and unlike Kaffa, Kambata, or Wolayta—
there was no structure of nobles, chiefs, and kings who could drive the change in food tastes 
or feel attracted by greater productivity. The Hadiya, with their legacy of a semi-nomadic 
lifestyle, were less adaptable to the cerealization process. They were forced to pay taxes for 
their cattle; and their land was to a large extent designated as owned by the state and 
administered by the Amhara aristocracy and soldiers (neftenya), who had the right to collect 
taxes and tributes. The Hadiya were looked upon as less dependable by the ruling elites 
(Grenstedt 2000, 50).  
Once turned into sedentary agriculturalists the Hadiya have willfully rewritten enset 
into their history as a longstanding staple crop. Enset provides food but also fiber, fodder, 
medicines, building and wrapping materials. The part of the plant that is used for human 
consumption is not the fruit, but the enlarged pseudostem and underground corm that swells 
over time with carbohydrates. Farmers transplant enset plants several times during their 
lifecycle, which spans from three to twelve years. An elaborate process is required to extract 
the starchy pulp; several women from the community are recruited by a household and come 
together to perform this highly cooperative and engaging task. In consideration of the 
strenuous labor that women perform in the processing, cooking and selling of its products, 
enset can rightfully be described as a woman’s crop (MacEntee et al. 2013). After extraction, 
women initiate an involved fermentation process (Fujimoto 2011). The ability to store 
processed enset with little storage loss for long periods of time, lasting months or even years, 
has provided households with a mechanism to modulate consumption during food shortages. 
The strengths of enset systems thus have included: storage longevity, multiple uses, 
and high-energy productivity per unit area. Enset systems, nonetheless, do face some 
fundamental weaknesses including low protein content, bacterial wilt, continual harvesting, 
and the need for manure to maintain vigorous growth. Enset-based diets require heavy 
supplementation of fat, protein, and vitamins (Board on Science and Technology et al. 1996, 
179). For this reason Hadiya households have traditionally developed a high level of 
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domestic integration, and engaged in wide-ranging, and very subtle, combinations of 
livelihood activities to cope with structural bottlenecks; including cereals, legumes, root 
crops, fruit trees, livestock, stimulants, timber, off-farm work, and trade. The enset system 
involves the planting of different vegetables, herbs, and seeds—and the foraging for wild 
foods and seasonings. Evidence collected through months of cohabitation in several village 
communities21 shows that the Hadiya have added to their cultivation new crops, especially 
cereals. They have, however, traditionally preferred to keep enset for themselves and to sell 
grains in the market.  
 
 
Figure 4. Women's working group—Nov. 21, 2005 (Photograph by the author). 
Enset cultivation is a successful and environmentally sustainable system; and yet, 
outside the area of origin and current cultivation, it has been stigmatized as a “poor” food, 
and its consumption has been regarded as a source of shame. A 1997 publication (Brandt et 
al.), produced by the American Association for the Advancement of Science, sought to raise 
awareness of the potential and future prospects of enset. That year, the Ethiopian government 
formally declared enset a “national crop” worthy of significant research and funding. But 
since then, only a few disparate initiatives have been undertaken to throw a positive light on 
the resilient tree. In the National Nutrition Programme there is no mention of tuber or root 
crops, let alone of enset. The Programme details the category of “nutritious foods” by 
                                                
21 The bulk of this article is dedicated to oral accounts by Hadiya farmers of the agricultural practices 
associated with enset and its implicit, subversive political value. Farmers were the key actors of my fieldwork. 
With them I spent most time, and it was observations on their lives that I recorded in greatest depth. 
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referring to “orange sweet potatoes and quality protein-rich maize.” Agriculture research 
centers are encouraged to “identify seeds of improved nutritional value from other countries 
and adapt them to the agro-ecological conditions of Ethiopia” in line with the internationally 
endorsed perspective of “quick-fix” technological solutions.  
Bacterial Wilt and Other Unexpected Guests 
The Hadiya of Southwestern Ethiopia have for years provided me with hospitality, 
protection, and unbounded resources. Those resources have changed in quantity and quality, 
and have dramatically eroded over time.  
In 2012 the severity of a bacterial wilt disease that attacks all enset varieties broke out 
with unprecedented virulence. Originally found sporadically, it has evolved to the extent of 
becoming of great concern in many areas (Ashagari 1985; Castellani 1939; Yirgou & 
Bradbury 1968).22 Instead of committing themselves to exploring the development potential 
of subsistence and famine-foods, researchers and policymakers have turned, once again in 
Ethiopian history, to a grain. Maize has gained the confidence of high-profile institutions, 
and has become the bridgehead of “Green Revolution-Style” intensification.23 In Ethiopia 
fortified varieties have been increasingly tested and disseminated by “philanthrocapitalist” 
actors (Brooks 2014; Smale & Jayne 2003; Smale et al. 2013). Maize’s success has been 
fueled by a mixture of national policies and the flow of resources from the international 
community (such as governments, donors, and seed companies). The recent influence of the 
Millenium Development Goals towards high-tech and high-modernist scientific solutions for 
the “food global crisis” (Doss et al. 2003) has invigorated in national authorities a sense of 
urgency in shaping citizens’ diets by promoting approved forms of eating, of market 
participation, and of commensality. The ruinous disease and decline of enset cannot be 
understood without taking into consideration the concurrent, stealthy rise of hybrid maize. 
In Hadiya zone farmers have gradually abandoned enset and, moreover, have 
systematically replaced it with hybrid maize. Roasted or boiled, the young ears could easily 
quell hunger pangs caused by the diminishing farm investment of enset. At the beginning of 
my ethnographic experience in 2004 maize was only a small part of this multi-crop farming 
                                                
22 The destructive disease is caused by the bacterium Xanthomonas campestris pv. Musacearum (Xcm) 
and leads to complete wilting of the crop. Since the first accounts the bacterial wilt has been thought to be 
mainly spread through infected farm tools, infected planting material, repeated transplanting that damages the 
corm and roots, animals fed infected plants, and possibly insects feeding on the foliage. In order to keep it under 
control, farmers were therefore recommended to destroy the infected plants and to sterilize knives and 
cultivating tools.  
23 McCann describes the momentum towards agricultural modernization in Ethiopia as follows: “Maize as 
an industrially produced cash crop appeals to the global system because it is controllable by the state and 
corporate agriculture and amenable to economies of scale in cultivation, processing, and in research investment. 
It thus suits global economic forces that seek increased food production, the circulation of commoditized 
agricultural inputs (fertilizer, herbicides, and pesticides, genetic modification), and a product that will be 
comparable across geography and cultures. But it also appeals strongly to forces of political control and 
centralization” (McCann 2005, 203).    
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system, an element that Hadiya farmers seemed to have added unceremoniously to their 
complex repertoire. Maize appeared as a spring crop in gardens, and was treated more as a 
snack than as a staple.  
In the fall of 2013, I found that the lethal wilt had devastated most of the enset 
plantations in the Hadiya zone. Farmers told me they had “spoken aloud several times to the 
government,” but received no response. In an act of desperation and protest, they brought the 
infected plants from their houses to the nearest town, in front of the Agricultural office, and 
started shouting: “a doctor knows if the thing inside a woman’s stomach is male or female; 
why did it turn out so difficult to collect an enset tree, cut it open and understand how to cure 
it?” The only advice in response to this collective outcry was the standard scientific 
instruction used in the past and which—farmers strongly assert—has never worked: go 
home, uproot the infected plants, be careful not to employ the same contaminated knives.  
 
            
Figure 5. Enset plants heavily affected by the bacterial wilt—Oct. 22, 2012 
 (Photograph by the author). 
Scientists have failed to find any genes of resistance after more than thirty years of 
research (Handoro & Michael 2007; Ssekiwoko et al. 2010; Welde-Michael et al. 2008). 
What might be the reason for this delay or neglect in finding a remedy? Policymakers would 
most likely state that enset breeding programs are bulky and lengthy, calling for screening of 
tens of thousands of seedlings and often requiring up to ten years for an improved variety to 
reach the farmer. Anthropologists working on hunger and food security issues in Africa have 
provided an alternative hypothesis: “Agricultural and food-related interventions from Europe 
and North America have tended to focus on crops and animals of interest to people in those 
parts of the world. Maize (corn), wheat, and rice have received far more attention until 
recently than indigenous African staples like sorghum and millet, let alone cowpeas or 
cocoyams. Research on potatoes is still far ahead of research on cassava [...]” (Messer & 
Shipton 2002, 238).  
In January 2015 I interviewed several scientists at the headquarters of the 
International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) in Addis Ababa. When I 
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asked one of the agricultural economists why CIMMYT has never considered exploring the 
potential for enset agriculture as an enduring component of a food-secure national landscape, 
he asked in turn: “How many people eat enset?”; I said, “Twenty million or so.” He 
concluded: “That’s right, but none of them live in the United States or in Canada, where the 
funds for our research come from.” The United States controls agro-biotech markets, and 
“multinationals mainly concentrate on crops of primary interest which will result in the 
largest financial benefit derived from cultivating these crops, therefore neglecting the 
innovation needed to develop ‘orphan crops’ [...]. This is consistent with the argument [...] 
that certain crops are developed to increase shareholder value for private companies as 
opposed to solving the problems of hunger and deprivation in developing countries” (Adenle 
et al. 2012, 260). 
Interestingly enough, hesitation to support enset crop development in Ethiopia among 
policy planners, both at national and international levels, is inversely proportional to their 
devotion to hybrid maize. The Water-Efficient Maize for Africa (WEMA) project, a five-year 
public-private partnership led by CIMMYT and Monsanto (Brooks 2014, 22), is testing 
drought-tolerant maize with the goal of expanding what they define in their reports as an 
“agriculture without choice”—where allegedly low agricultural growth, delay in adopting 
chemical fertilizer, rapid population growth, and weak foreign exchange earnings all 
combine to threaten household food security (Lumpkin & Armstrong 2009). While 
investigating the reception and consumption of hybrids in Hadiya zone, I ran across a blog 
that is promoted by the Potash Corporation of Saskatchewan Inc., also referred to as 
PotashCorp. The Canadian company is the world’s largest potash (potassium chloride) 
producer and the third largest producer of nitrogen and phosphate, three primary crop 
nutrients used to produce fertilizers.24 Their mission in developing countries, as stated on 
their official website, is to ensure food security, to supply raw materials to help the agro-
industry sector, and to generate foreign currency according to the need of the market. They 
define the Ethiopian economy as “rapidly shifting from subsistence to export oriented 
agricultural/industrial,” and consider it a “rising economic powerhouse” where progressive 
technologies and improving infrastructure must be introduced.25  
In an article released by PotashCorp in October 2013 on “Enset and Food Security,” 
the areas of its cultivation are erroneously dismissed as being “food insecure.”26 They have 
not been insecure until recently; if they have become so, how did it happen? The article does 
not address the issue but instead takes pains to highlight many critical problems in estimates 
                                                
24 The company is currently developing the Danakil Potash Project, in the depression around Ethiopia’s 
Dallol area. The scope of this project, as expressed by the promoters themselves, is to “use the potassium salt of 
Africa to feed Africans first.” On October 9, 2013, PotashCorp received its mining license from the Ethiopian 
government, and then established a strategic alliance with Israel Chemicals Ltd. (ICL), the world’s sixth largest 
potash producer, http://business.financialpost.com/2014/04/07/canadian-company-seeks-bountiful-harvest-from 
-a-scorching-barren-desert/ (accessed March 1, 2016). 
25 http://allanapotash.com/projects/ethiopia/why_ethiopia/ (accessed March 1, 2016). 
26 http://eco-opia.org/2013/10/21/enset-and-food-security/ (accessed March 1, 2016). 
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of enset production. The PotashCorp consultant, who surveyed precisely the same districts 
where I have been conducting my fieldwork, was unable to standardize the calculation of 
plants per hectare, since enset is a flexible-harvest crop, which can be held in reserve for five 
to ten years, and which households have the option to utilize at any time after maturity. To 
put it into words that PotashCorp seems reluctant to use in its narrative, enset is vegetatively 
propagated by using suckers, not seeds, “and thus likely to remain beyond the proprietary 
control of agricultural capital; it is virtually impossible to wrest control of the plant’s 
reproduction from the farmer” (Stone 2002, 617). Vegetatively propagated plants are in fact 
less likely to be patented, and farmers cannot be prohibited from planting, replanting, giving, 
or even selling enset cuttings. In contrast, the replanting of seed crops is easier to block by 
the use of hybrids or genetic use-restriction technologies. 
 
 
Figure 6. What is left of a once luxuriant enset plantation; Feb. 9, 2015 (Photograph by the 
author). 
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In February 2015, in the village community where I worked, there were only a few 
plants of enset still resisting the epidemic, and there was no pulp left in the fermentation pits. 
Whereas diseases in annual crops threaten only the current year’s harvest, diseases such as 
bacterial wilt in a perennial crop threatens the harvest for several years into the future. At that 
time enset products were rapidly becoming a commodity purchased at the market at 
exorbitant prices. Maize has become a mere safe asset that only guarantees survival at times 
when plans have to be, of necessity, short-term. The Hadiya eat the green, milky cobs long 
before they have reached maturity, as a quick fix and not as real food. Drawing on the 
definition of social hunger that I have discussed above, ‘real food’ should be intended here as 
food that people “consider personally dignifying, culturally acceptable, and socially fit to 
build a sense of collective and individual belonging.” Enset, for them, not only was a 
delicious food, but contained all of the following: atmosphere, aroma, taste, the memory of 
their forefathers, the garden, the family, and home. 
As explained by my informants, maize has rendered farmers vulnerable and market 
dependent. While the government’s policy has been to promote improved varieties in 
general—both OPV (open-pollinated varieties, which can be saved and replanted from one 
season to the next) and hybrid, there has in fact been a silent switch from OPVs to hybrids as 
the programs have evolved. The WEMA maize varieties are hybrids, which means that 
farmers need to purchase new seed each year; given that the project targets smallholders, 
known to habitually save and exchange seed, this implies a significant additional cost. The 
promotion of hybrid seeds and chemical fertilizers are drawing peasants into new forms of 
indebtedness. Moreover, improved varieties of maize—which have been bred for specific 
characteristics, minimal variability, and with higher yield potential—lack drought, pest, and 
disease tolerance; and are poorly adapted for long-term storage, unless chemically treated. In 
Ethiopia, with its extreme local variations in ecology, climate, soil, and farming techniques, 
the use of improved crops which show minimal genetic variability does not help much, 
unless complemented with locally adapted varieties (Brooks 2013; Makki 2014, 95–97). 
For the Hadiya farmers, maize means hunger. For the first time since 2004 I heard the 
word sibara, hunger, while talking to an old Hadiya woman. She explained: “When we had 
cattle and enset there was no trace of hunger. During the famine of 1984–1985 no one died in 
this area; we were weak and sick, but we did not die.” If there was any interest among 
scientists to use farmers’ knowledge as a potential source of insight into the disease, they 
would have heard the stories which I was frequently exposed to, and that clearly links the 
bacterial wilt to maize. In a conversation recorded in October 2013 one farmer cautiously 
expressed those concerns, deeply shared by the community, as follows: “The only thing I 
know is that when you get a good harvest of maize, then there is a loss of enset. I suppose 
there must be a correlation in this particular mix of crops. According to my experience enset 
has never shown any problem with other crops, only with maize. The epidemic always rises 
from the enset plant which is closer to maize.” Yet the voice of the food lobby has not 
relented in its sponsorship of maize as a progressive crop.  
Maize has seeped into the texture of Hadiya life and diet by a combination of 
promotion and pressure from development agents in rural areas, who in turn replicate the 
international guidelines in pursuing food security through plants with universal application. 
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Modern crop science aims at finding the one “best” variety rather than encouraging diversity 
in the field. Monocropping is nonetheless a choice strongly at odds with Africa’s historical 
cultivation patterns, and this is even truer for enset cultivation, which is a mode of 
production, and indeed a way of life, imbued with a passion for botanical combination.  
From an anthropological perspective, it is highly significant that the Hadiya love 
affair with enset was not a nostalgic tale about a traditional, idyllic niche that has a deep 
history. It is indeed a story of a people who have been until recently on the move, and have 
skillfully learned how to adjust to changing environments and circumstances, making a virtue 
out of necessity. The Hadiya have transferred to their foodways and agricultural practices the 
same ethos that has informed their political and religious attitudes, characterized by 
opportunistic rather than conservative behavior (Braukämper 2012). The same flexibility is at 
work in their gardens and open fields. Everyday, deep within their enset plantations and 
kitchens, they have struggled to reassemble a broken history into a new narrative. The enset 
system has entered into good synergy with, and expanded upon, Hadiya improvisational 
capacities—precisely because of the plant’s own virtues of accommodating new crops and 
keeping options open. In their pluralistic approach to agriculture, enset has acted as a vital 
character of the productive bricolage rather than some kind of solitary “save-the-world” 
plant.  
Food Citizenship: Rephrasing the Mantra of Hunger 
As development projects show, “African farmers (and cooks) are very ready to try new 
techniques. Like other farmers, they only reject them when they find that they are unsuited to 
their crops, land or circumstances” (McNee 2003, 167). This might be precisely the case of 
the Hadiya farmers' reluctance to consider and appreciate hybrid maize as an integral part of 
their agricultural system and diet.  
When it made its debut in Ethiopia, maize appealed to the poorer proportion of 
consumers, as well as holding an “attraction for ambitious governments enamored of large-
scale projects” (McCann 2005, 205). It is in fact a quick-maturing crop that can be eaten after 
only a few months and requires much less labor than perennial crops. Yet farmers have 
realized that maize yields are higher only with high pest control. They have incorporated 
maize in good faith as both a crop to feed the household in case of food shortage, and one 
that could be sold on national markets to great advantage. In the meantime, the epidemic 
affecting enset has spread widely; the collective outcry of farmers to urge a remedy went 
unheard; and they had to replace the perennial plant with hybrid maize. Maize is now 
growing in the vicinity of their houses, on the same nutrient-rich soil that for decades has 
been fertilized by cattle manure; it depletes nitrogen, water, and humidity from the land. 
When affected by a bacterial wilt enset has a long recovery time, which means that Hadiya 
farmers will have to wait years before starting a new cycle of enset cultivation. For now they 
have no other choice than to rely on a diet comprised of maize, wheat, some legumes, 
cabbage, and potatoes. 27  
                                                
27 This decrease in dietary biodiversity sounds even scarier considering that “(m)aize monocultures are 
[...] extremely vulnerable to environmental shocks, especially drought, but even in the best of times a maize-
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Hadiya farmers have repeatedly expressed their frustration for having lost enset. In 
the autumn of 2013, when most of their old plantations had already gone, they used to say: 
“[now that we have lost enset] in case of drought only God, not enset, will save us.” And 
again: “if enset dies, we are going to die too.” Lately they have started to use more cynical 
language to articulate their community demands; a woman farmer explained that, “the poor 
do not know how to live without enset, while the wealthy do not care as they can buy 
everything in cash in the market. Enset is like God: the father of the poorest.” According to 
older farmers in different areas of enset cultivation, enset is the life of people, a sign of 
household beauty, a symbol of respect for the family, and a marker of social status. This 
plant has certainly fostered a more generalized subsistence base and labor orientation, as well 
as decentralized human populations and power structures (Quinlan et al. 2015, 331–32). 28  
In other areas of Southwestern Ethiopia where enset and maize have become 
complementary staples, farmers typically claim enset is the primary crop, even when they 
produce more maize than enset (Quinlan et al. 2015, 330–31). From a local point of view, 
important foods—that is foods that actually nourish—are ones that provide energy and 
satisfy taste, but also nurture a sense of social coherence and belonging. The perfect meal in 
terms of Hadiya standards should always include the comforting taste of enset bread. A good 
food makes you grow physiologically and emotionally. 
The social and “selective” hunger of Hadiya farmers—for whom only enset (and not 
maize) gives enough warmth, energy, sense of repletion, and culinary pleasure—brings to 
mind Audrey Richards’s description of maize among the Bemba. They considered the 
cultivation of maize to be hard and unromantic when compared to the collective 
choreographies of the tending and reaping of millet. To grasp the thick meaning of a 
“familiar taste” it is worth recollecting how in agrarian societies food is not purchased but 
typically produced on a daily basis. People mainly subsist on locally cultivated staples, by 
carefully planning year-round agricultural labor. Farmers are physically, intimately involved 
in the precarious process of cultivation and harvest. In those societies, the highly valued 
foods in terms of consistency, reliability, and symbolic meaning are most likely the ones that 
are known and trusted locally.  
Millet has already been described as the main constituent of Bemba diet, but it is 
difficult for the European, accustomed as he is to a large variety of foodstuffs, to 
realize fully what a “staple crop” can mean to a primitive people. To the Bemba, 
millet porridge is not only necessary, but it is the only constituent of his diet which 
                                                                                                                                                  
based diet may impoverish the bodies of those who depend too heavily on it for food, and over the long haul 
such a diet can result in deficiency diseases such as pellagra (a disease caused by vitamin deficiency) and 
kwashiorkor (a disease caused by protein deficiency)” (McCann 2005, 7). 
28 It was the seventeenth-century Portuguese Jesuit Jerome Lobo to hand down the first outstanding 
description of the plant, in words which were destined to last for centuries and used by detractors and admirers 
alike: “When cooked it resembles the flesh of our turnips, so that they have come to call this plant ‘tree of the 
poor,’ even though wealthy people avail themselves of it as a delicacy, or ‘tree against hunger,’ since anyone 
who has one of these trees is not in fear of hunger” (quoted in Peveri 2015, 569). 
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actually ranks as food. All other foodstuffs, whatever their nutritive value, he 
considers merely as additions to the essential ubwali [porridge], as snacks to be eaten 
before the main meal is prepared, or as substitute foods during the hunger months. In 
fact, there are very few types of foods which he eats without porridge, except the 
various gourds and pumpkins on which he is forced to live when his grain is 
exhausted, or sweet potatoes—a fairly recent introduction—maize, honey, and fruits 
of the bush. All these may be eaten freely, but are simply not considered to make a 
meal. I have watched natives eating the roasted grain off four or five maize cobs 
under my very eyes, only to hear them shouting to their fellows later, “Alas, we are 
dying of hunger. We have not had a bite to eat all day” (A. Richards 1995, 47). 
The account of the Bemba conception of a “perfect meal” was written by an anthropologist 
with a solid background in natural sciences. Significantly enough, this approach goes far 
beyond the nutritional gaze—a way of looking at and encountering food as being composed 
of nutrients, which overwhelms other ways of affectively and sensually experiencing food. 
Nutritionism has undermined other ways of engaging with land, crops, and food; including 
traditional, ritual, and ecological approaches. On the contrary, accounting for the intricacies 
of “food systems” expands the breadth of our understanding, injecting life back into “the 
notion that culture has not strayed so far from its etymological roots, which lie in cultivation 
and agriculture, as we might sometimes think. Cultivating the mind involves cultivating 
foods in a very literal sense, for the mind does not operate without the proper nourishment, 
both in the physical and in the intellectual sense” (McNee 2003, 166).  
There is a rich body of evidence showing that food security and smallholders’s 
empowerment are not only, or not at all, about increasing yields, raising productivity, and 
achieving scale (Amede et al. 2004; Brooks 2014; Messer 2001; Poppy et al. 2014; Stone 
2002; van der Ploeg 1993).  
In Latin America, no less than 16 million small farmers, working on family-run 
farms, contribute approximately 41 percent of the agricultural output for domestic 
consumption. Africa has approximately 33 million small farms, representing 80 percent of all 
farms in the region. The majority of African farmers (many of them women) are 
smallholders, with two thirds of all farms below 2 ha and 90 percent of farms below 10 ha. 
Most small farmers practice “low-resource” agriculture producing the majority of grains, 
almost all root, tuber, and plantain crops, and the majority of legumes consumed in the 
region. Of the majority of more than 200 million rice farmers who live in Asia, few cultivate 
more than 2 ha of rice. Local cultivars, grown mostly on upland ecosystems and/or under 
rain-fed conditions, make up the bulk of the rice produced by Asian small farmers (Altieri et 
al. 2012, 3). Emerging research documents that worldwide, smallholder agroecological 
production contributes substantially to rural livelihoods, to local and even national 
economies. Yet these contributions have not been adequately appreciated.29 
                                                
29 “Outsiders tend to undervalue the capacity to keep going under difficulties, and to treat the coping 
strategies as ‘muddling through,’ not skilled achievements. But in truth—in the appalling, and rapidly 
deteriorating, environmental and economic conditions faced by many small-scale farmers in the African 
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Modern agricultural systems that promote cultivation of a very limited number of 
crop species have relegated indigenous/staple crops to the status of neglected and 
underutilized crop species (NUCS). Staple foods of the wealthy world—wheat, barley, rice, 
maize and so on—have undergone sophisticated breeding programs to increase their 
resistance to pests and pathogens, and to improve their yields and the convenience of 
harvesting them. But poor countries often have other staples, and these have not usually been 
subject to such research interests, investment, and funding. Moreover, most of the world’s 
staple-crop farmers are women. What is required in order to promote NUCS is scientific 
research including agronomy, breeding, post-harvest handling and value addition (Powell et 
al. 2015, 546).  
The surge in cultural consciousness in small-scale farmers, if coupled with scientific 
research findings on the nutritional, ecological and food security values of enset, might 
hopefully bring about a promotion of its products and their inclusion into Ethiopia’s national 
basket. The revitalization of green and resilient production systems might prove to be a 
viable option to meeting present and future challenges in expanding the rights, participation, 
self-confidence, and well-being of farmers, specifically in subsistence agriculture, as 
guardians and promoters of indigenous agroecological knowledge. Researchers and 
policymakers should commit themselves to identifying social marketing strategies which can 
be successful in the introduction, re-introduction, or strengthening of underutilized crops; to 
evaluating the solidity of a planning system which employs staple foods strategically as 
regional “buffer crops”; and to defining what role rural communities might play as active 
agents in national food production and security.  
Information and insights at local scale would ensure that different spatial scales of 
analysis are given priority in the developmental agenda. This article specifically makes the 
case for giving much greater prominence than hitherto to ethnographic methods in 
agricultural research. Defining food security is a highly political issue, with many demands 
for action focusing on speed and efficiency. What counts is largely determined by the 
possibility of demonstrating numerically the efficacy of intervention.  
While the market and nation-state rhetoric overflows with a sense of “urgency” 
whenever they address issues of food security and healthy eating, the ethnographic inquiry 
takes time to show that perceptions and attitudes toward food—and even hunger—are much 
more than an expression of nutritional deprivation. Anthropological research has 
demonstrated that hunger is locally defined by the absence not so much of food in general, 
but of certain specific foodstuffs which are highly valued in ritual and everyday life, and 
highly cherished in so far as they are the result of reciprocity and exchange, or relate to life 
enhancement. Not everything edible is considered food, as certain substances might be 
considered inedible because of their social nature. In times of hunger, as well as in ordinary 
times, people focus less on actual starvation than on cultural survival (De Boeck 1994, 265–
67).  
                                                                                                                                                  
tropics—even to reproduce the status quo is oftentimes a brilliantly innovative achievement” (P. Richards 1993, 
70). 
An Anthropological View of Agricultural Intensification in Southwestern Ethiopia     27 
 
Some scholars have incisively argued that a “right to food” should be included among 
the more commonly discussed civil, political, and human rights, “by replacing the concept of 
the food consumer and food producer with the idea of the food citizen” (Phillips 2006, 48). 
This right should be intended not in terms of whatsoever can fill the human belly, but 
extensively, in a perspective of genuine food democracy—growing what one wants to grow.  
The Hadiya people in Ethiopia, as many other small farmers in developing countries, 
have not been granted the right to make decisions on what crops and cropping methods to 
promote and to have available. The notion of an enset landscape as a subsistence economy, 
marked by food security and abundance, is now challenged by hints of commercial farming 
that creep through incentives and an underlying coercion. A major commercial crop such as 
maize—especially Quality Protein Maize (QPM)—has been endorsed by the government and 
the private sector over and above crops that have the potential of addressing the nutritional 
needs of the poor.30 The argument about the rights of households to support themselves, and 
to shape their own blend of production, raises the question as to what has contributed to 
engendering scarcity (and the newly-manifested ghosts of hunger) in Hadiya: is it the 
“backwardness” of rural life or the hungry state? Better yet, to mirror the adage overheard by 
anthropologist Raymond Firth from his Tikopia informants: is it indeed a hunger of nature or 
a hunger of man? 
As for the destiny of enset—if it is to be restored in its original predominant role or 
reassessed in complementary cultivation with maize—neither Hadiya farmers nor the author 
of this article can make any sharp-cutting prediction. What is clear to my informants during 
this dramatic nutritional transition, is that they prefer the storability, taste, and texture of their 
old indigenous crop above the more spectacular nature of maize. Maize does not suit local 
tastes and sometimes is not even edible according to local standards. Acceptance of this 
“humanitarian” crop, which was originally designed for their benefit, has thus sadly failed to 
thrive. And in fact, now that maize has massively populated their fields, Hadiya farmers 
regret having lost their beautiful enset gardens, and they feel terribly hungry.  
What do they mean by “hungry”? Can “nutritional” hunger be separated from 
“social” hunger—as the official documents of the Ethiopian government, CIMMYT and 
Potash Corporation simplistically suggest? It seems indeed that Hadiya concerns about 
food—even before the reduction of enset through disease and attrition—disclose wider 
claims for social inclusion and representation in the national picture. Discussions about 
scarcity, about the quality of the soil, about diet and taste, and about prices, are in a very 
fundamental sense about the distribution of rights in the wider society. The Hadiya of 
                                                
30 Research on biofortified varieties of maize began at the Mexico-based CIMMYT in the 1960s, 
providing the foundation for the Quality Protein Maize (QPM) program that has continued from the 1970s to 
the present day. Ghana experienced an accelerated widespread adoption of QPM after it was introduced in 
1989; the variety Obatanpa, developed in 1992, has since been widely grown in many African countries. 
“Accounts of the trajectory of QPM research reveal repeated cycles of optimism inspired by each new 
‘breakthrough,’ only to be tempered by field results that were insufficiently conclusive to justify either full 
endorsement or closure [...].
 
Today, QPM is grown extensively in East Africa, although the extent to which this 
is due to its nutritional qualities is uncertain” (Brooks & Beebout 2012, 88).  
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Southwestern Ethiopia show that food security is not just about increasing yields, but is also 
about social hunger as a feature of food supply, and therefore about “the right of everyone to 
have access to safe, nutritious, and culturally appropriate food in sufficient quantity and 
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